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3ABSTRACT APPRECIATION
The suburbs cause isolation and poor physical and mental health for a variety of individuals, including parents, teenagers, 
and the elderly. Neighborhood design rarely considers marginalized teenagers and elderly, but instead focuses on the 
automobile. Teenagers show higher rates of anxiety, depression, and substance abuse in suburban areas than in urban 
areas. Millennial desire for suburbs that are engaging and elderly desire to remain in their homes longer demands 
reconsideration of the current suburban model. 
Big-box store blight ravages suburban communities damaging local economies and diminishing community curb-
appeal. Closing box stores compounds the suburban dweller’s reliance on the automobile, continuing the cycle of 
dependency. 
The following creative design proposal is a design research response to current conditions of the American suburbs. This 
creative research proposal seeks to address how interior design might positively respond to the challenges of current 
suburban situation. Through projective prototyping, design research is conducted and new ideas for the betterment of 
suburbia are explored. 
Cross generational and cross-cultural neighborhoods with a variety of neighborhood supports are necessary for a 
sustainable suburban future. This projective design research project seeks to promote walkability and reduce reliance 
on the automobile, providing engaging activities for both teens and elders, and relieving parents from shuttle duty. 
Adaptive reuse of abandoned box stores and creative infill creates dynamic and sustainable neighborhoods with a 
positive future. 
This proposal specifically addresses a site of adaptation in southern Lincoln, Nebraksa; however, the intent of the 
proposal is that the concept could, and should, continue to be explored and considered in suburban communities in 
many places. 
Key Words: Interior Design, Adaptive Reuse, Suburbia, Suburban Design, Community Design, Theater, Dance, Music, 
Youth and Teen Design, Clustered Program 
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The suburbs have become the icon of 
the American dream. Characterized 
by a sprawling nature and low-
density development, their growth 
has continued nearly uninhibited 
since World War II.1 However, the 
needs of contemporary American 
society are not being met by the 
current suburban model. Suburban 
households are reflecting the 
changing demographics of the United 
States, with 65% of households 
not having children and 25% of 
households with people living alone.2 
As baby boomers age and millennials 
search for a place to settle down, the 
demand for walkability and amenities 
is increasing.3 This evolution of the 
American dream (Fig. 1) calls for a 
reconsideration of suburban design. 
Suburbia has been neglected by those 
in design, resulting in cookie cutter 
homes in low-density neighborhoods 
that do not meet familial or 
community needs. As problems 
with this model continue to unfold, 
designers have the opportunity to 
rethink their approach to suburban 
design and create suburban 
environments that respond to the 
diverse suburban population.4 
Some American suburbs are 
experiencing rapid, out of control 
growth. This exponential expansion 
creates risk that the suburbs will 
become unlivable and undesirable 
places in the near future.5 Single use 
zoning designed around automobiles 
has created sprawl, eliminating a 
sense of community. Community 
development is a key component of a 
healthy community, and is lacking in 
many American suburbs.6 
While some suburbs are experiencing 
rapid growth, others are struggling 
with disinvestment.7 In the form of 
abandoned asphalt jungles and empty 
big-box stores, disinvestment ravages 
communities economically and 
reduces curb-appeal. These greyfields 
are rapidly appearing throughout 
American suburbs as a result of the 
retail meltdown. 8 While brick and 
mortar stores show signs of financial 
strain, e-commerce is booming (Fig. 
2). Creating a cycle of economic 
struggle, empty malls and big-box 
stores represent lost tax dollars and 
devalue a community. 9 
Demographically, the existing 
suburban structure has negative 
impacts. Both elderly individuals and 
teens are frequently forgotten in the 
suburban design model. Children and 
teens suffer from a loss of autonomy as 
they grow up in suburbia. Dependent 
on an adult to drive them everywhere, 
they are unable to practice becoming 
adults in simple ways such as running 
to the store for a carton of milk.10 
Many children and teens also rely on 
their parents to drive them to school 
interaction among these frequently 
marginalized demographics. 
Continuous exploration of suburban 
design in both theory and practice 
is necessary for the betterment 
of the suburban design process. 
EPICENTER is one such theoretical 
exploration, located in South Lincoln, 
Nebraska, which has experienced 
rapid suburban growth in the last 
several decades. As the e-commerce 
industry booms, brick and mortar 
retailers are suffering. The location 
of an empty box store at Highway 
2 and 27th Streets provides a prime 
location for suburban revitalization. 
Designed with hyper-specificity to 
combat the cookie-cutter approach 
to suburban design, EPICENTER is 
a performance space with secondary 
and tertiary support spaces. 
EPICENTER diversifies a shared 
community space to foster cross 
generational collisions. Reconsidering 
the traditional suburban programing, 
the proposal studies the needs of 
the increasingly diverse suburban 
population and addresses the 
problem of big box store light. The 
intervention explores adaptive reuse 
and overlaps of groups’ interests and 
experiences to create an engaging 
environment. The rippling positive 
impacts from EPICENTER bring 
the community together and support 
the engagement of all community 
members, creating a sustainable 
suburban situation. 
Design specificity is critical for 
intervention success; however, 
the  overarching compatibility of 
this proposal with communities 
throughout the American Suburbs 
must be recognized. The following 
While interior design is often 
identified as primarily concerned 
with the micro scale of design in 
the built environment, it has the 
potential to influence the macro level 
suburban condition. Interior design’s 
direct impact on individuals that 
make up a community influences 
the community as a whole. With 
the potential to alter the trajectory 
of an entire community at stake, 
those involved in interior design 
must responsibly consider the ripple 
effects of their decisions. 
In this case, the abandoned big-box 
store presents an opportunity for 
designers to bridge the gap between 
micro and macro. The expansive 
square footage provides a significant 
quantity of space to be leveraged 
positively in a community. Because 
of its typically central location within 
a neighborhood, the ripple effect of 
positive change the box store has 
macro level effects. Through this, 
design can begin to change the fabric 
of the suburban community into a 
dynamic support system. 
Implementing this new way of 
thinking about the Suburban Model 
poses challenges for suburban 
dwellers and designers alike. 
Retrofitting the suburbs to address 
the multifaceted challenges of the 
current model is a difficult task. 
Revitalizing greyfields and combating 
box store blight through adaptive 
reuse is one approach to renewing 
the suburban fabric in existing 
communities. Establishing places 
for cross generational community 
engagement within walking distance 
begins to meet the needs of teenagers 
and elders in suburban communities, 
providing autonomy and positive 
and athletic practices. A lack of age 
appropriate amenities compounds 
reduced autonomy in youth as well. 
The long-term ramifications of 
children growing up in this stifling 
environment are serious. Suburban 
boredom, isolation, and prohibition 
of the development of a sense of self 
correlate with the rising teen suicide 
rate.11 The alienation of teens and the 
corresponding image of suburban 
isolation have a unique relationship, 
creating psychological disorientation 
and dissociation among youth. 12   
Another demographic frequently 
disadvantaged by the suburban 
structure is the elderly. As driving skills 
diminish, they become dependent on 
their children because walking as a 
form of transportation in the suburbs 
is not an option.13 The result is forced 
retirement in a designated retirement 
community where their autonomy is 
removed. Inadvertently, America has 
segregated its elderly from the rest of 
society.14 This separation contributes 
to elderly loneliness and premature 
dependence on others to function. 
As the American population and 
its needs continue to change, the 
American suburbs must evolve 
along with it. Trends suggest that 
the suburbs of the future will blur 
the line between suburban and 
urban living.15 Redevelopment and 
dense mixed-use developments 
can provide revitalization to 
floundering communities both 
socially and economically.16 Driven 
by generational focus, environmental 
needs, and financial needs, these 
trends show promise in changing the 
fabric of the traditional American 
suburb into something that will be 
better for everyone.
80 Billion Dollars
2,000 Malls
1,200 Malls
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Fig. 1: Millennials desire suburbs that are 
engaging & walkable similar to the urban scene
Fig. 2: Comparison of Amazon sales and the 
number of malls in America
design proposal represents one of 
many possibilities for big-box stores. 
While the programs of EPICENTER 
should be adjusted in order to provide 
maximum benefit for a specific 
community, the concept of proposal 
remains transferable. 
Interior Design as Research
Design research takes several forms 
and often blurs the boundaries 
between scientific research and 
design. This unique form of research 
benefits from both creative and 
analytical processes, providing 
maximum benefit to the design fields. 
Purposeful design research improves 
not only the body of knowledge 
available to designers but also the 
positive impacts design can have. 
Characterized by the understanding 
that knowledge in design is advanced 
via creative practices rather than 
technical procedures, design research 
is critical for the advancement of 
the field.17 Design proposals and 
prototypes serve an important role in 
design research. When prototypes and 
proposals seek to make contributions 
to knowledge, they become 
research.18 Prototypes and proposals 
can be classified as projective design 
in design research. In projective 
design, theoretical understanding and 
insight emerges inductively from the 
design context and deductively from 
challenging established concepts.19 
Thus, prototypes and proposals are 
an essential mode of systematic 
investigation for designers. It is 
through these research strategies 
that the transformational processes 
of design are implemented.
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SITE PLAN
Roads Bike Path Commercial Use Residential Use0 20
Design Development 
[see Level 1 & 2]
1. Music 2. Parent Support 3. Dance 4. Reflecting Pool 5. Performance 6. Fabrication 7. Costumes 8. Tool Rental
1
1
3
5
4
6
8
7
2
2
2
Understanding the larger site context of a design project is a critical first step in the design research process. Here, 
it is evident that the chosen site for this project is surrounded by low density residential development with several 
commercial use structures.  The abandoned big-box store is on a prominent high traffic corner with easy automobile 
access. More importantly however is the presence of the bike trail, shown here to be modified for easier access to the 
new design development. 
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PROGRAMMATIC DIAGRAM
5,000 SF
1,000 SF
4,000 SF
4,000 SF
Parent 
Support
Music
Restrooms & 
Locker Rooms
Dance
Entry & Exit
Tool Rental
Fabrication
7,000 SF
3,000 SF
Primary Space
Secondary Space
Tertiary Space
Primary Adjacency
Secondary Adjacency
Views
KEY:
Programmatic adjacency is a key component to successful design. Through the use of clustered programs [see floor plan, 
pgs 12-13], moments of discovery, engagement, and interaction are created. Clustered programmatic adjacencies allow for 
complimentary programs to be adjacent and provide flex space which creates parent support space in this proposal.
Performance
1,100 SF
Sewing & 
Costumes
5,000 SF
Intended to provide positive extracurricular involvement for children and teens, 
performance space is a key component of the programmatic solution in this 
proposal. The performance space provides youth an opportunity to showcase 
their learning in dance and music lessons, theatrical performances, and other 
events. Support of the fine arts has positive influence on the future of youth, 
provides cross-generational interaction, and benefits the community. 
Spaces for music lessons provides youth opportunities to learn musical skills 
outside formal education. Implementing lesson rooms in the design gives 
teachers a quality space to teach and can also provide cross-generational 
interaction between youth and elders. This positively influences teens to 
remain involved in their community, improves their social skills, and can help 
them perform better academically. 
Providing facilities for dance celebrates the art of dance, provides individuals 
of all ages an opportunities, and creates cross-generational interactions. 
Celebration of dance is important in many youths’ lives, but is often neglected, 
therefore implementing this opportunity is imperative. Providing dance and 
theater arts in the same facility benefits both programs and allows youth to 
maximize their opportunities. 
Programming for sewing and costumes directly benefits the theater arts 
and performance program components of the proposal. This programmatic 
component provides opportunities for learning that may not occur in the 
formal education system. Implementation of this program also provides 
ample opportunity for elder and teen interaction, the teaching of life skills, 
and learning in costume development.
The fabrication element supports the theater and performing arts programs 
in the proposal through set design and construction. Fabrication supports 
elderly and teen interaction through life skills development. An additional 
component of the fabrication program supports the community by providing 
tool rental. This program opportunity allows neighborhood residents to check 
out tools they need for yard work, home improvement, and similar activities.
Due to the clustering and volumetric organization of program types, infill 
space in the in-between spaces creates pockets of parental support space. 
This space provides parents an opportunity to network with other parents, 
work remotely, or relax comfortably while they wait for their children. Parent 
support provides opportunities to develop a sense of community with other 
parents and members of the community. 
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Aperture:
Skylights
Organizational Grid  
Program & Volume
Existing
The existing site of this suburban 
revitalization proposal was an 
abandoned box store. The massive 
space is divided based on regulating 
lines from key points in the 
neighborhood, creating a clustered 
programmatic arrangement.20 
Spaces within space bring down the 
scale to an appropriate level for the 
purpose of the space. Some areas 
are split into two levels, while others 
are one level. The irregularity of the 
space is reminiscent of the suburban 
structure in which the revitalization 
is occurring. The spatial organization 
creates infill space perfect for 
parental support and waiting areas. 
Opening the structure with glazing 
and skylights permits the penetration 
of natural light and breaking the 
regular structural grid dramatically 
remove the big-box store feel from 
the space. [See pgs 19-23]. 
PRECEDENT CASE STUDIES
Houston Ballet Center For Dance | 
Gensler
Spatial proportions for performance 
spaces and seating. Average square 
footages, for determined audience 
size, programmatic adjacencies 
Australian Ballet | Hassell
Use of infill space as support for 
primary spatial function. Soft and 
bold color, use of natural light, dance 
studio standards
Red Bull Music Academy | Langarita 
Navarro Arquitectos
Use of natural light, natural materials, 
and bold color. Spatial strategy of 
space within space. Program breaks 
the existing grid to create a new story 
in an old space. This correlates with 
the disorganization and clustering 
that occurs on the scale of suburban 
planning
Studies of existing design are necessary to inform learning and application of design techniques. When proposing a 
design typology that is not yet well established, studying components of constructed projects that are similar to the 
vision of the new typology can inform the design process for the new development. The following have been reviewed 
to inform key spaces of the EPICENTER proposal. 
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FOCUSED PLANS
RESTROOM CODE FOR DESIGN DEVELOPMENT FOCUS AREA
DNDNDN
15
RESTROOM CODE CALCULATIONS AUDITORIUM CODE CALCULATIONS 
1'
 - 
6 "
5 '
 - 
0 "
3 '
 - 
0 "
* one ADA accessible stall and one ambulatory stall for ever six traditional stalls provided in an assembly 
occupancy type
Occupancy 
Type
Occupancy 
Load
Total Number 
of Fixtures
Number of 
ADA Stalls
Infill Business 453 2 (MEN)
2 (WOMEN)
1 (MEN)
1 (WOMEN)
Auditorium Assembly 540 8 (MEN)
12 (WOMEN)
2  (MEN)*
3 (WOMEN)*
2nd Floor Business 37 2 (MEN)
2 (WOMEN)
1 (MEN)
1 (WOMEN)
Dance Business 42 2 (MEN)
2 (WOMEN)
1 (MEN)
1 (WOMEN)
Restroom code calculations for this 
proposal are based on the 2018 
International Building Code.21 
The suggested restroom layout 
[shown at right] shows a method of 
arranging ADA, ambulatory, and 
typical water closets and lavatories 
to meet the needs of maximum 
occupancy of the proposal when at 
capacity. Calculations are based on 
an occupancy factor provided by 
the International Building Council 
according to the occupancy type. 
Maximum occupancy load factors 
used in this calculation are also 
provided by the International Building 
Council.22   
This is the baseline for restroom code, 
and therefore provides a baseline 
suggestion for potential restroom 
solutions. When applied in other 
communities, these numbers may 
require adjustment in order to meet 
local site specific code requirements. 
To determine the minimum number 
of water closets for the assembly 
restrooms, the following calculations 
were performed: 
(total number of occupants)/2=270
270 represents the estimated number 
of men and women, if the population is 
evenly split
Men: 270/(grossing factor 125)=2
Women: 270/(grossing factor 65)=4
This formula was utilized for every 
occupancy type present in the 
proposal. Because of the central 
location of the restrooms in building 
less than 100 feet of travel distance to 
a restroom) and the occupancy types 
present, restrooms are combined into 
one block, totaling 12 men's water 
closets and 14 women's water closets. 
Due to the unique programmatic 
arrangement of the EPICENTER 
proposal, the stage in the auditorium 
is at ground level. This is necessary 
in order for set to be made in the 
fabrication area and easily transferred 
to the auditorium through a large 
portion of movable wall on the 
Southwest side of the auditorium. As 
a result, the auditorium seating must 
be raked to maintain quality sight 
lines to the stage area. Seating steps 
are 2' 8" deep with a 1' rise, allowing 
aisle steps to have a 6" rise. 
Because the audience enters the 
auditorium at ground level, ADA 
seating is provided in front of the stage 
and ramping aisles are not required, as 
per the 2018 International Building 
Code.23 The maximum occupancy of 
the house is 334, which is determined 
by the number of fixed seats present 
in the auditorium layout. 
Egress requirements are an 
important component of auditorium 
house design. According to the 2018 
International Building Code, Table 
1029.13.1.2, the maximum number of 
seats in a row with an exit on only one 
side is 7 seats.24 In the side balconies, 
this requirement is met, and the angle 
of the side balconies is strategical to 
allow the best sight lines as well as to 
give maximum room to move set in 
and out of the auditorium from the 
fabrication area. 
As stated in the 2018 International 
Building Code, the maximum number 
of seats in a row with exits on both 
sides is 14, this proposal suggests rows 
of 12 with center and side aisles.25
Because of the small audience size, 
the auditorium doors [shown dashed 
above] are wide enough and far enough 
apart to meet egress requirements 
for a sprinklered structure.26 
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BUILDING SECTIONS
SECTION A
SECTION B
Due to the large volumetric quality of the box 
store, double height spaces are proposed. This 
method of changing the internal scale humanizes 
the space and provides solutions that meet the 
requirements of specific programs, such as 
music practice rooms. The spatial strategies of 
clustering and space within space create pockets 
of space that maximize interactions.27 
Key volumetric elements are handled in specific 
ways, such as the theater which is wrapped in an 
abstract map of the neighborhood it is located in.
19
VIEW FROM SOUTHEAST ENTRANCE
Use of natural birch wood emphasizes programmatic zones, which are further defined by elevation changes and double 
height space. Wayfinding strategies include use of bold color and large scale graphics to assist in locating oneself within the 
space. Implementation of skylights and full height glazing lightens the space and removes the spatial quality reminiscent of 
the box store. 
21
VIEW FROM SECOND LEVEL
Windows within the double height space allow users to orient themselves in the space. The custom wooden ceiling and 
bench design creates a sense of space within space. Consistient use of materials and colors creates a consistiency that 
unifies the large space, while aiding user wayfinding. The auditorium is shown wrapped in an abstracted map grapic of the 
local neighborhood, acknowledging the community the adaptatoin serves. 
23
AUDITORIUM
Materials and colors used throughout the spatial intervention recur within the auditorium. The abstracted map graphic 
appears in an acoustic wallcovering as well as an embellishment on the stage curtains. An acoustic ceiling treatment similar 
to that in the music room appears again as well. Upholstered seats with wooden backs balance the acoustic needs of an 
auditorium. 
25
FURNITURE: Smith System, Flavors; Herman Miller, Magis Bistro Table, Magis Chair One, Magis Stool One, 
Magis Tavolo XZ3 Table, Magis Folly; FLOS, Skygarden; AIM Cottage Light; Sedia Systems, P10; Steelcase, Bassline 
Asymmetrical Tables; Custom Wood Integrated Bench & Ceiling; Custom Upholstered Angular Bench 
MATERIALS: Designtex, Sunburst, Loop, Samba; Patcraft Scaffold, Asphalt; Scaffold, Connector; Nurazzo, Crystal 
Collection; Knoll, Lagos, Sardinella; 3-form, Parametre; Donghia, Canyon; Sherwin Williams, Poinsettia, Quite Coral, 
Rivulet, Intense Teal; FilzFelt, Lagune, Tomate; Armstrong Ceiling, Armatuff; Light Birch Plywood 
FINISH & FURNITURE SELECTIONS
Both custom furniture designs and manufactured furniture solutions seek to meet the needs of the space through flexible 
seating. Providing multiple seating types allows youth, parents, and other community members to maximize their use of 
the space. Varying lighting solutions, durable textile and finish options, and strategic wayfinding graphics aid navigation 
through the clustered spatial program. A bold color palette of shades of red and blue complimented with natural birch and 
black create an energy-filled, creativity inspiring environment. 
27
CONCLUDING STATEMENTS 
Research of suburbia has begun to 
reveal problems with the current 
design model, including chronic 
neglection of teens and elderly. This 
neglection creates isolation, mental 
and physical health concerns, and 
dependency. Research into this 
topic has exposed the stark reality 
of the suburbs in contrast the idyllic 
and dreamy mental image of the 
stereotypical suburb. 
This realistic view of suburbia calls 
for action on behalf of suburban 
communities everywhere. The 
suburbs can no longer be ignored by 
designers. It is time to stop leaving 
suburban design to developers and 
contractors who capitalize financially 
by creating sprawling, low-density, 
cookie cutter neighborhoods void 
of key components that foster 
community. 
As the structure of the average family 
continues to change, the place where 
the family lives should also adapt. 
In response to this reality, interior 
design has an opportunity to act in 
favor of the community. Creating 
a physically and socially healthy 
community should be at the forefront 
of the designer’s focus regarding 
suburban design. This design research 
project exhibits a call for designers 
to strategically reconsider their 
approach to suburban design in order 
to revitalize suburban communities. 
As box store blight and greyfields 
continue to ravage suburban 
communities, revitalization and 
adaptation in design become even 
more relevant. This project has 
exhibited the importance of adaptive 
design as a tool to edify and rebuild 
in response to a community’s social 
structure which provide wholesome 
benefits for demographics that are 
typically neglected in suburban 
design. Recognizing the power and 
significance of this opportunity is 
critical. Not only can adaptation 
reduce environmental impacts, but 
it also often encourages and re-
energizes a community, as exhibited 
through this projective design 
research proposal. The possibility of 
re-purposing an area of blight into 
a thriving community center holds 
a key to community engagement 
and development, positive youth 
influence, increased optimism and 
health in the elderly, and many other 
benefits. Understanding this and 
wielding this opportunity positively 
should not be taken lightly by those 
in the design profession. 
Research conducted for this 
projective proposal impacted 
the design decisions proposed 
in this creative design project. 
Understanding the specific nuances 
of a community is necessary in order 
to best utilize a design intervention for 
the betterment of a community. In 
this specific community, appreciation 
for the arts and opportunities for 
teens to engage with the arts was 
limited. Therefore, the opportunity to 
provide musical, dance, and theatrical 
engagement through cross-
generational interactions became an 
obvious solution. 
Many suburban communities suffer 
from box store blight and greyfields, 
and show the need for a adaptive 
design intervention. However, not 
all communities may be lacking in 
teen opportunities in the arts. This 
projective proposal calls for similar 
solutions in other communities, but 
not simply recreating this specific 
proposal. Instead, let this proposal 
encourage community investigation. 
Through community investigation, let 
the adaptive reuse proposal meet the 
specific needs of each community. 
Programmatic development should 
change to reflect the unique 
character and needs of each 
community. Interior finishes and 
furniture selections should respond 
to programmatic needs, age groups 
who are expected to engage, and 
items of local significance should 
influence the design. Let this idea not 
become a cookie cutter attempt at a 
solution, like the suburbs in which it 
resides. Instead, let each intervention 
specifically reflect the needs, culture, 
and character of the community it is 
intended to benefit. 
This projective design proposal seeks 
to challenge the designer's thoughts 
towards suburban design. In so doing, 
it has sought a fresh perspective with 
new possible solutions to address 
the challenges of suburban living. 
As designers continue to critically 
re-evaluate their approach, more 
positive solutions are expected to 
develop. 
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